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MlLLTARY ISGOLI’EME3-T IN THE DRUG WAR - 
JUST SAY NO! 

The “War on Drugs” has, for three decades, been the term used to refer to the 

efforts to nd the L?‘uted States of the scourge of tiegal narcoucs use and ti the attendant 

problems which flow &om this homfj4ng socrai problem. But who should fight thrs war? 

Past Presrdents have engaged the military to halt the flow of ikgai drugs mto the Uiuted 

States, the rauonale bemg that rfyou can hmtt the supply of drugs, use wrll drop 

GiMi-t-lY- 

But 1s the n&at-y the right instrument to use in thrs ‘k~a.9~ This paper posrts that it 

is not. The paper wrll detatl the background of n&at-y and DOD mvolvement tn narcotrcs 

rnterdx~on, address the nnpact that mterdicuon efforts have had on ikgg drug use m the 

Lkited States, present reasons why the mihtary should not be involved in the mterdrcuon 

effort, and suggest possrbie ahernatrve means to combat the drug problem m the Urnted 

States. 

Akhough tiegal drug use has been an issue M the Umted States smce shortly before 

the Ciwl War, this use was confuted to a relatrveiy small percentage of the populauon, and 

public concern was lmuted. With the advent of the countercuke of the 1%0’s, the use 

of rllegal drugs spread throughout the general populatron. Concern about the avarlabrlity 

of drugs then became a Whtte House rssue In 1962, Presxknt John F. Kennedy heid the 

first Whrte House Conference on Karcotxcs and Drug Abuse The Nixon Admnnstrauon 

actually launched the “War on m settmg up the Special Actron Of&e for Drug Abuse 
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Prevenhon m 1971 and later, m 1973 establish& the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA). 

“The 1980’s also saw the first appearance of crack in the &on’s mner &es. . . In 

response to the spread of drug use Reagan increased fimding for the drug war from $1.5 

b&on when he came to office m 1981 to $2.75 b&n in 1985 “’ Presrdent Bush escalated 

the fight agamst illegal drug use and in b September 5,1989, televised address Bush 

called drugs “the gravest threat f%cmg our natmn today.” Funding for the war on drugs 

“increased by nearly 80 percent dusmg the Bush admistratlon By fiscal 1992, federal 

finding stood at $11.9 billion. . according to at least one expert, the war on drugs was a 

political reaction to pubhc fi-ustration over the spread of crack cocaine “2 

The 1986 National Secunty Decision Direcme (NSDD) 221, signed by Pres&nt 

Reagan referred to mte~~~tmnal narcotics trafiickmg as a “threat to L’mted States national 

secunly.” As a result he expanded the number of national drug enforcers to mclude the 

Departments of Defense, Treasury, Transporiatmn, Justice and State, the Central 

Intelligence Agency, and the Safionai Secunty Agency The NSDD directed “the n&ary 

to actrvely support, for the first tune, a range of international counm tics actnnties 

such as the plarmmg and execution of large a&~-drug operations, mtelligence collect~or~ 

cotnbmed exercises, the trammg of foreign m&n-y forces, and technical and mate& 

support to foreign governments.“3 

In 1989, the Nationai Defense Author&&on Act became public law. This law 

asqned the Department of Defense the m&on of assxstmg m reducmg the flow of &gal 

drugs into the Kinted States, specificany to serve as the smgle lead agency responsible for 

’ Mary H Cooper, “War on Drugs,” The CO Researcher 19 March 1993 250 
2 cooper-251 
’ Kate Doyle, ‘The kf&azahon of the Drug War m Mmco,” Current Hstory February, 1993 84 
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the detection and momtormg of aerral and mantune transit of illegal drugs mto the US. 

The Secretary of Defense, m hrs 15 September 1989 Guidance for Implementatmn of the 

Eresxlent’s Sational Drug Control Strategy stated that detectron and countermg of the 

production, trafZ&ng, and use of illegal drugs were now high-prtonty natmnal secunty 

mwmns. DOD orgamz&ons were directed to support the Law Enforcement Agencies and 

host nauons m then attack on the drug flow at the source, in transit, and within the Umted 

States The Commanders m Chief (CINCs) of the Unified and Specrfied (U&S) 

commands were directed to elevate the pr~onty of the counterdrug mrssion. 

The Clinton White House announced a 1994 Nauonal Drug Control Strategy that 

stpulates that various agencies should cooperate to attack drug prohferatmn in various 

ways, smmltaneously. In response, the Defense Department has refocused its pohcy. Its 

mtssion elements now include: 

* Increased support to nations demonstratmg the pohucal WE to combat 
narcotraaclung. 

* Brmgmg nnlitary intelligence capabilities to anudrug efforts, mcludmg 
those of the Drug Enforcement Agency, against the cartels. 

* Detectmg and momtormg illegal drug transport 

* Supporting do~eshc law-enforcement agencieg parttcularly m h& 
mtensity drug trticking areas 

* Contmumg m&taxy drug testmg and education programs.* 

The mtlitary assets being used to conduct ant&rug operatmns in accordance wrth thrs 

Kational Drug Control Strategy mclude: mtelhgence resources, US Air Force and Navy 

’ “M&ary’s Counterdrug Pohcy Restructured ” JAM& June 1,19?4 1639 
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early wammg aircraft, Air Force or Arr National Guard interceptor au-c& and naval 

vessels. 

“Deqnte $100 billion spent smce 1981, drugs are just as easy to get from an 

lmending suppl$ of dealers. . . and they are often cheaper than they were a decade ago.“’ 

In a war such as the drug war, the ultimak measure of success is the amount of drugs 

ava&ble on the streets m the United States and the price of these drugs. Statement afkr 

statement on the current drug use situation reflects the failure of interdiction and other 

supply-oriented programs to stop the flow of illegal drugs into this country. “lfthe 

avazlability of illegal drugs is the pkcipal measure of success, the effechveness of the war 

on drugs ~3 less clear. With the exception of mafquaq where rising prices suggest a 

tghtemng of supplies, drugs are Just as easy to obtam m most c&s today as they were a 

decade ag~.“~ Herom prices are falling and supphes are plent&l. “Interdiction has had 

little impact on the supply of cocaine. The suppiiers mamtain large stockq all down the 

&am of dismbution, ready to be drawn upon if supply is hrupted. Indeed, occasmnal 

shortages may help to mamtam reti pflces and, according to GAO, smuggler’s profits are 

so hqh that they can easily absorb occasional losses.“’ 

Interdictron efforts have, m fxt, forced the cartels to become more mnovatNe iu 

shippmg then- products. And this innovatmn has caused more problems, rather than less 

for law enforcement office& Cartels are now movmg tha goods through the commercial 

’ “Fghtug the Rght Drug War,” e&tonal, U S News and World Report 26 Apnl, 1993 74 
’ Cooper 245 
’ “Hgh III the Andes,” The Economst 13 February, 1993 46 
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cargo system, often times using contamenzed cargo sh$ments to hide the drugs. The 

dd3iculty of mterd&mg these types of shqxmmts 1s enormous “In 1991, for example, 1.8 

nullion contamers arxwed in the Port of Newark alone, but US customs inspectors there 

were able to search thoroughly only 15-1s contain= a day “* Atifionally, drug cartels 

are constantly d&dying thm products, often mtroducmg new, more poten& illegal 

substances mto the t-S market Perhaps the most telling statement on the value of 

interdicbon effbrts comes fkom Army General Barry -McCaiTkey, Commander, Southem 

Command, whxh spends $153 milhon a year on a&v&s to halt the supply of drugs mto 

the US. “The United States IS spendmg $13 billion a year to stop the nqxx-tation and sale 

of illegal drugs, but the expenditure and effort yelds little.“p Generally, the consensus 

appears to be that mter&ction efforts have had hnnted success. Faint pzuse for an 

expenswe national program usmg resources increasingly m demand for other national 

secunty and domestx issues. 

Smce the end of the Cold War, nuhtary and crvllian thinkers ahke have been 

atkmptmg to define the role of the military m dus changmg world. There is no easy 

formula available to decide where and when to use US forces, but leadmg policy makers 

have agreed on w&hnes. The National Security Strategy of the K’mted States pubhshed 

m February, 1995, reflect these guidelines Thts strategy of Engagement and Enlargement 

a Stephen Flynn, “Worldmde Drug Scourge, The Expandmg Trade m Ilhat Drugs,” The Brookmm Review, 
Water, 1993 9 
’ Wti Iliatthews, “A Busy ‘94 for the L‘S Say the ClIXX Here’s What They Expect ‘llus Year,“- 
Tavy Tunes. 27 February 1995 
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recogmzes that there will be many demands on the US mthtary; but resource constramts 

mandate that we be selectwe m the nnlitary operauons m which we choose to partrctpate. 

Where Wal mterests (i.e. survivai) are at stake, the questron of the use of m&ary forces rs 

clear-cut. But rt 1s when we come to the cases where -or-tam, but not vital mterests are 

threatened where the line becomes bluny “In such cases, mtlitary forces should only be 

used rf they advance US mterests, they are likely to be able to accomplish then obJectIves, 

the costs and r&s of their employment are commensurate ~th the mterests at stake, and 

other means have been t&d and fidled to achieve our obJective.“‘* The strategy contmues 

to state that we should also only use US nuhtary forces when the mission is clear and we 

have tdentified timelines and milestones that wrll mdicate success or failure, and we have a 

clearly defjned exrt stratw Whenever possible, we should seek the asststance and 

mvolvement of our alhes. 

The drug war does not fit these cntetra and therefore the military should not fight 

ths war The mterdrctmn effort has not been successful in removmg the drugs from the 

streets of America, the use of the m&at-y m an unsuccessfLl mterdzction program rs an 

unwISe use of an mstrument that is bemg asked to expand rts nussions wrth fewer 

resources. Finally, the nuhtary was used as an instrument of first resort - not last resort. 

The armed forces was mewed as an easy fix to a complex problem, some would say the 

mditary was used as a political pawn m the drug war to gtve the appearance that poliucal 

adrnmrstrattons were seuous about the problem and were domg something concrete to fix 

1t. 

lo A National Secunty Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement, February, 1995 12 
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Perhaps an even stronger argument agamst the use of the mditary rs the lack of a 

clear tmssron objectwe and desired end state According to Casper Wemberger “A clear 

mditary obJectrve - not just a vague mjtmcuon to stop the drug traffickers -- must be 

specrfied.“l’ Stop the drug trtickers - How? Stop them completely or by a certam 

percentage? Stop only those tra&long m cocame or go &er the marijuana traffickers~ 

Should we only concentrate on the western henusphere or should we go after the heroin 

trade from the Far East? Should we attempt to seal the US borders? When wdl the drug 

war be won? These questions do not have &fin&e answers and wahout answers, how IS 

the nnhtary to design a force and a strategy to effectrvely and efficrently 5ght thrs war? 

Clausewttz m hts treatise “On War” emphasrzes the nuportance of idenufymg the 

enemy’s center of gravxty - %e point agamst wbxh all our energtes should be du-ected “12 

What 3s the center of gravity m the drug war? “One of the prune reasons why it 1s so 

difficult to fmd the center of grmty rs that to a great extent the enemy is a market of 

hundreds of thousands of peasant producers, processors, runners, traffickers, and 

managers who are responding to the hrgh profits of a large market m Korth America and 

Europe “I3 Compounding the problem 1s the flexrbrhty that drug trtickers appear to have. 

Close down one route mto the United States and another route 1s found, destroy drug 

processing plants and others are bmlc seize t&licker ancraft or boats and others are 

bought: mterdict one shmment of cocame and ten others get through Arrest three drug 

“mules” and more are hned. Without a clear mrssmn objectrve, wIthout a center of 

grawty against which to concentrate us forces, w&out a definable successful end state the 

’ Kenneth Shape, ‘The hfhry, the Drug War and Democracy m Lafln Apenca What Would 
Clausmtz Tell Us?” Small Wars and Insurgemxes. Vpl4, #3 IJhntr 1993 Ml 
’ Carl Von C@sew~lz On War,Fhqct;tsn 
9alarpq 81 

Bnnpep LP, 1979 7AI3 
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mihtary Ls the wrong mstrtmxnt of power to use m the fight agamst drugs Concentratmg 

on the supply side of the problem has fded The US needs a new stratew 

The drug war has two sides, the supply side agamst which the mterdiction strategy 

has been focused, and the demand si&. It is clear that Americans have a desire to buy 

and use drugs. As long as Americans have the money and desire for drugs, the supphers 

wdl find a way to move drugs mto the Umted States. Throughout the 1980’s and early 

1990’s the national drug strategy focus has been on the supply side. “70 percent of the 

1991 federal anti-drug dollars are invested in supply reduction programs; only 30 percent 

target demand.“14 It zs ttme to reverse this ratto. We need to accept the fact that drug 

abuse is a domestic problem and we need to marshall all our forces to attack this problem 

much as we are attacking the deficit or unemployment or mflation. 

“Almost all experts now agree that the best hope for success 1s to tum f?om 

interdrctmn to prevention and treatment.“‘5 In lookmg at the demand side of the drug war, 

there are several optmns that are worth serious consideration No one option will solve the 

problem However, used in combmauon these options have a chance of success 

The first option is educauon. Amertca’s youth must be convmced of the 

destructive potential of illegal drugs The Umted States has made great strides in reducmg 

the use of tobacco and alcohol. Thts was done through extensrve educauon m our 

l4 Shape 63 
l5 “Fatmg the R.@t Drug War,” e&tonal, U S News and World Remrt, 26 Apnl1?92 
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schools, and by medta camp- aimed at America’s young people. The same approach 

should be used for rlie@ drugs. 

A second opuon is treatment and rehabtltatmn Treatment programs should be 

avarlable m our pusons to try to break the cycle of drug use amongst mmates before they 

are placed back on the streets. There should be treatment programs freely a&able m our 

communities and Grst-tune users or low-level offenders should be placed mto these 

treatment programs rather than in jarl. 

We need to rebuild our mner clues and provuie Jobs for inner city youth This 

opuon could help to remove some of the social iiLs that encourage young people to 

experiment tylth drugs and become low level pushers. “Federal drug policy must also 

confront the fact that many drug dealers and users wrli not ‘Just say no to drugs’ unless 

they have somethmg better to say ‘yes’ to, such as dec&Jobs, decent schools, and a 

chance for a decent hfe.“16 

We need to be lookmg to the sociologists, the mental health professronah and the 

medical commumty to work with our elected leaders and cnizens to develop and fund 

mnovatrve programs. If drug use m Amenca 1s truly a nattonal secunty threat, we must to 

take that threat senousfy - lip seMce wril not solve the problem. 

There 1s however, stril a need to look at the supply suie of the problem. But a 

different tact rs needed. The US needs to be m the lead of an mtemauonal effort to 

combat drug production. Drugs have become a global problem. They disrupt national 

econormes and threaten democracres, Intemauonai economtc and drplomattc leverage 

needs to be coordmated and brought to bear against drug producmg and transsiupment 

*6Sharpe 83 
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comtnes The drug trade should be considered along with other transnauonal problems 

such as weapons of mass destructxm, emxmnmental issues and migration problems 

~Wough a center of gravity m the drug tra& IS difEcult to identify, there 1s one 

aspect of drug trafficking that may be vuhxrable to attack - the money Indrviduals and 

govenmmtts are mvolved m drug trade because n 1s profitable. Attack the profits and you 

hurt the trafIickers. An attack agamst the money will require a coordinated intemauonal 

effort as drug money 1s laundered and mvested worldwide. Intelhgence orgamzattons, 

workmg with the DEA and other law enforcement agencies, should be at the forefront of 

this effort 

MiStary success m the drug war has been limited It 1s not for lack of effort or 

resources that rt has not worked It ls that the u&rent nature of the drug problem does not 

lend itself to a sample, straight forward use of force sohmon. Lack of clear goals, 

restrrcuons on the use of the mihtary such as posse cormtatus, lack of a defined end state, 

no identifiable measures of success, and a nus-idenuficauon of the root of the problem 

doomed the mterdxuon effort to fatlure from the begummg. In a world today in which the 

m&a-y is being asked to bear more and more of the burdens of solving traditional and 

non-traditional problems, wuh less and less resources it should concentrate its efforts m 

areas where it can make a Merence - and “Just say no” to the drug war. 


